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ARTICLE

SICILY THROUGH THE LENS
OF GREGORY HALPERN

Sicily is a land of captivating contrasts. With scenery as opulent as an il painting and a

history of cultural influx creating an cpen-hearted way of living unlike anywhere 2lse on

earth. Here, we explore the island through the lens of Magnum photographer Cregory

Halpern, delving into the enchanting destinations and exploring the mercurial Sicilian
2ol El"_»‘

Words by Daniel Hayden

lhe largest island in the Mediterran

I

an, Sicily has ignited the imagination for millennia. A place where
Hephaestus forged the metals for Olyrmpus beneath the smouldering peak of Etna. Where Ulysses
battled the Cyclops on ruggec mountain slopes, where love turned pining mortals into rivers, and
where the gates to the underwarla may be hidden in vergant fielas. A land where, scmehow, none of

these myths fesls truly impossible.

met Cregory Halpern in Catania airport. He's a New York native, born in Buffale, but holds & personal
resonance with Sicily; his wife has Sicilian heritage, ana they had previously spent some time exploring
the island together. He's an associate member of Magnum FPhotos, 2 teacher at the Rochester Institute
ified

of Technology, and has published six books of his work. His portfolic is vast ang varied, but u

g
round a sense of authenticity; a fascination with colour, texture and detail to illuminate both stark
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social realities and moments of sublime oOdITy. Hiz work is creation, not documentation.

Cur odyssey begins in Taormina on the island’s northeast coast. It's 2 postcara vision of Sicilian living,

recently immortalised in season two of HBO's White Lotus, and horme to the Grand Hotel Timeao, A

SBelmond Hotel. B we enjoy some rich espressos on a panoramic terrace; a place with views that have

charmed the likes of D.H. Lawrence, Tennesses Williams and Truman Capote. The hotel also has a very
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noteworthy neighbour; the Creek Theatre. The legacy of this site shines a light on some key parts of

Sicilian history.

Fhorto credits: Gregary Halpern

As the name implies, the theatre was originally Hellenistic, carved out from the mountain around the
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third century BC. The Greek re as a way of education; it was an art form of beauty
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reflection and philosophy. The original design of the amphitheatre O reflected this - the back of the

stage was lower, exposing the view of the island coast winding up to Mount Etna. The natural scenery
was an important part of the performances, adding to the sense of harmony and balance, while the
ez breeze had a2 unigue effect of pushing symphonic sound back towards the augience — the original

SUrround system.
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With Roman conguest, the theatre was expandec and built upon to become 2 more ¢l
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quipped for hunting and fighting. The stage was now sealed in to shut out the view; no

colosseum,

longer a place of art and intellectualism, but a place for entertainment ang distraction. The idea that
cifferent cultures are visibly layered in this one space illuminates one of the key characteristics of
Sicilian history; a legacy of invasion. From the Creeks ana Romans, through Arabs, Berbers, Saracens

and Mormans, to the French, Spanish and now modern 1taly, many pecple have all felt the allure of this
< -
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nrapturing izland and tried to claim it for themselves,

lhe remnants of these tidal cultural changes can be seen and felt everywhers. The east of the islano

retains much of its Gre

im

k fesling—interestingly, many natives didn't gel with the Roman mindset, and
the modern Sicilian language still contains a lot of Greek influences; an eccentricity among Italian

cestinations. The west of the islang shows many remnants of the French and Arabic influence. But

[

between the coasts, theres a palpable open-mindedness; peaple here are excepticonally welcoming

and open-hearted. Mo surprise, then, that the islang was so popular amongst Europe's [oft
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homosexual) intellectual elite during the Crand Tours of the 17th and 18th centuries.

Ciar wisit to Siclly continues to Etna, the m

(el

estic smoking figurehead that stars in almost every view.
The drive highlights so much of Sicily's natural beauty; the relling forested hills that change with every

turn, the shimmering coast carving into view as the road bends. Climbing the slopes of Etna E the

maost active volcano in the world, the scenery
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ang weather ch:—.'n;;e minute-to-minute. Constant sma

eruptions and lava flows mean the vegetation exists in generationzal bands - burnt and trees, bush

il
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and flowers are in patches and forced to begin again in nutrient-rich so

Understancably, it is ripe for growing, rich in magnesium, iron, copper and phosphorous. Winemaker
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make the most of the exceptional conditions, growing white grapes like Carricante and Minnella on
the eastern slopes and red grapes like Nerello Mascalese and Grenache on the northern slopes. The
changes in altitude make it easy to find cool temperatures for ripening. Almost all growers stick to

or
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Citional, organic ways of Jrovwing, evernr if it can be more expensive and produce smaller batches.

The quality, they feel, is more than worth the trade-off.

Fhoro credits: Gregary Halpern

n the next two days we explore Ortigia and Noto. Here we find ocut more about Sicily's artistic spirit -
meeting creatives like Sergio Fiorentino; who draws on the island’s history of artisanship ana religion
Lo create stunningly engineered artworks of lapis blue, gold and silver; and exploring Palazzo
Castelluccio; meticulously restored in a way that honours the patina and character of the original 18th
century villa.
You'll notice intentionally 've overlooked a key part of the Sicilian experience so far; the food. The foca

here is good—really good, mind-bogg v good. The classics exist in a tier of their own perfection.

The street sfincione is heavenly and packed with flavour; the granita is graceful and snow-sceft. Younger
ener

]
im

ations are being imaginative with the staples (we eat delicious arancini infused with a red wine

g

JUce at the bas
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of Etna), but never straying too far from the tried anc tested recipe. This is 1taly after
all. & place where we tend to stick 1o Monna's recipes because they are authentic and true and never

fail to please.
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a language of food. Throughout our trip, every conversation bends towards flavour
and zlmaost every persocn we mest s eager for us to sample something that is important to them. Store

cwners come out with platters of candied fruit and nougat. Our guides and drivers rush to show us

their favourite childhood sodas and invite us in on heated debates over where to find th
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farsumagru on Suncays, with each conceding that nowhere is bad, but everyone else's choice coulo be
better. Food is &8 way to show love. I'm told that in most [talian cities, food is offered with the standard

‘prego’, or “please”. In Sicily, locals prefer to offer fooo with “piacere” - “my pleasure”, because the act

of giving is always a treat in itself.

The final day with Gregory brings us to Agrigento, a city on the southern coast that was of key

)
importance to the Cresks and Romans. The former of which still provides one of the city's strongest

present-day draws; the Valley of Temples, where visitors can fing seven Greek Doric temples preserved

inanow-listed UNESCO World Heritage Site. They are a breathtaking testament to the island's history
and enduring agelessness. Moreover, we explore the park of the archaeclogical site, cultivated with a
variety of flora. Olive and almond trees, pistachios, myrtles, citrus fruits, figs, prickly pears and
crnamentzl plants all glisten from the recent cownpour. It feels like a point of genesis. Here, Sicily's

reputation for procucing some of the best fruits and vegetables in Europs makes totzl sense. Even

COur short immersion ending, CGregory has captured some enrapturing portraits of the island;
snapshots intc moments that convey the soul of Sicily. Fragments found in barogque facaces and sepia-

toned streats. In bowls of fruit that paint pictures of providence; in landscapes and horizens that have
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no choice but to ignite the imagination. And the gquestion 've been swirling on all weelk; how do you

define the Sicilian soul in words?

Sicily is an island of captivating contradictions. A slice of Italy more Creek than Roman. Where 3

history of invasion has seen cultures rise and fall. Where change is welcomea warmly, but only in small

doses, because what's already here has been tried and testea to perfection. Where everyone is friends

until you're behind the wheel of 2 car. Where rituzls are important, but nothing is taken too sericusly.

Where simple things are enjoyed slowly and seguctively.

Where it's so easy to arrive and so difficult to leave. So difficult that, perhaps, you never really do.
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